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Last March, a herbicide tested on a plot of coca plants in Peru's Huallaga Valley proved effective.
Experiments with aerial application are planned. Meanwhile, a dispute with Eli Lilly & Co.,
producer of the herbicide known as "Spike," over its ecological impact continues. Environmental
groups argue that the Reagan administration is steamrolling ahead with a program for purely
political reasons. Latin American representative for the environmental group Greenpeace, Francisco
Palacio Rodriguez, told the New York Times recently: "The Republicans want to be able to point
to eradication when they're asked `What have you done about drugs?' But I say that we shouldn't
ignore essential testing just because it's an election year in the United States." Last month, Eli Lilly
& Co. (of Indianapolis) announced that because of "a number of practical and policy considerations"
it will not supply the chemical to the US government for use in coca eradication. Peruvian President
Alan Garcia's government has indicated willingness to move toward chemical eradication of coca
if it is convinced that the herbicide is not harmful to other plants, animals and human beings.
Bolivian officials have declared that the nation will not serve as "a guinea pig" for experimentation
with toxic herbicides. (See article, this issue, on Bolivian Chamber of Deputies decision to ban
chemical eradication.) Opposition to the program is growing in Peru as well. Peru and Bolivia
account for more than 90% of the world's coca leaf production. Environmentalists say the use of
Spike constitutes an ecological gamble, particularly in a fragile environment like the coca-growing
areas. They are particularly concerned about the herbicide's long-range effects. Devastation caused
to the 150-mile long valley in central Peru since the "coke rush" began a decade ago is apparent
from the air. Hills have been denuded, now covered by coca fields of some 250,000 acres. Smoke
plumes indicate spots where slash-and-burn techniques are used to open new fields. For the past
five years, the US financed a program of manual eradication of coca in the valley. Some 400 Peruvian
laborers pull the plants from the ground. During this period only 38,000 acres of coca have been
destroyed while a much larger new area has been planted. In the past year, Peru has stepped up
interdiction efforts in the valley, concentrating on the destruction of coca paste laboratories and
airstrips. Chief of the anti- drug police, Gen. Juan Zarate, told the Times: "We've destroyed 17
laboratories in the past three months, but there must be dozens more. They're very difficult to
find." Peru's rebels, known as the Sendero Luminoso, complicate the problems of locating and
destroying drug processing facilities in the valley region. With several towns virtually controlled
by the rebels, the government declared an emergency last July and brought the valley under direct
military control. Some government officials have stated that the rebel problem in the area was a
factor in persuading President Garcia to approve herbicide testing in the area since last October. US
officials told the Times that, if approved by the Peruvian government aerial testing will take place
in the next 90 days using Spike (tebuthiuron), and Velpar (hexazinone) made by Du Pont. Many
environmentalists raise the same concerns with respect to Velpar as they do to Spike. Officials said
negotiations continue with Eli Lilly to persuade the company to drop its objections. The company's
decision has not yet been explained, although some US government officials argue that Eli Lilly is
concerned about the security of its employees in Latin America if it participates in coca eradication,
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and possible liability for damage to people or the environment. Next, the Environmental Protection
Agency has said it is not responsible for ruling on the safety of a product used outside the US or
in an environment for which it has not been specifically registered. The absence of EPA approval
means there is effectively to recognized environmental check. The Peruvian government is also
preoccupied with the economic and social cost of coca eradication. An estimated 60,000 families
in the Upper Huallaga Valley depend on the coca crop for their survival. Many officials are also
concerned about the implications of losing some of the foreign exchange brought into Peru via
clandestine coca sales. An unnamed Peruvian economist told the Times: "Coca accounts for about
40% of our export income. The money doesn't go to the government, but it enters the economy and
prevents our currency from collapsing. Without that money, I don't know what will happen." (Basic
data from New York Times, 06/28/88)
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